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"DISTINCTIONS  WORTH  CONTENDING  FOR" 

II   Accommodating  but  Not  Capitulating 


The  sins  that  take  us  unawares  are  the  sins  that 
are  extensions  of  our  virtues.   Wanting  to  be  a  good 
provider,  a  man  steals  for  his  family.   Wanting  to  be 
patriotic,  a  citizen  withholds  criticism  of  his  gov- 
ernment.  Wanting  to  be  loved,  a  parent  becomes  per- 
missive and  deprives  her  child  of  discipline. 

Such  failings  are  hard  to  detect  because  they 
rise  not  from  the  darker  side  of  our  nature,  but  from 
the  brighter  side.   It  Is  not  enough  that  we  ask  for- 
giveness for  our  sins.   We  need  forgiveness  for  our 
virtues  as  well.  Too  much  of  a  good  thing  can  be  bad! 


Most  of  us  would  agree  that  it  belongs  to  the 
Christian  style  of  life  to  be  accommodating.   The  man 
who  cannot  bend  a  little  is  a  hard  man  to  live  with, 
and  a  poor  advertisement  for  the  gospel.  Rigid  pat- 
terns of  thought  and  conduct  are  contrary  to  the  spir- 
it of  our  faith.   It  is  better  to  be  conciliatory  than 
inflexible.   It  is  preferable  to  negotiate  than  to 
draw  the  line  and  say  "that 's  it."   It  Is  usually  more 
productive  to  seek  a  middle  ground  of  agreement  than 
to  choose  up  sides  and  fight! 

It  may  surprise  you  that  the  Apostle  Paul  was  a 
proven  master  at  the  art  of  adjusting  to  other  peoples' 
situations.   Moreover,  it  was  a  deliberate  strategy 
with  him,  not  simply  a  matter  of  temperament.  He  speaks 
to  the  point  in  the  ninth  chapter  of  his  first  Corin- 
thian Letter:   "To  the  Jews  I  became  as  a  Jew....  To 
those  outside  the  law  I  became  as  one  outside  the  law.. 
...To  the  weak  I  became  weak.   I  have  become  all  things 
to  all  men,  that  I  might  by  all  means  save  some." 
(I  Cor.  9:20-22) 


"All  things  to  all  men."  This  is  the  heart  of 
it.   Paul  apparently  could  identify  with  Jewish  Chris- 
tians who  were  highly  scrupulous  in  their  understand- 
ing of  the  law.   And  he  could,  with  equal  ease,  identi- 
fy with  Gentile  Christians  who  had  no  background  in 
the  law  without  upbraiding  them  for  their  lack. 

"All  things  to  all  men."  But  only  up  to  a  point! 
Paul  was  not  a  champion  of  the  "anything  goes"  school, 
whether  of  belief  or  conduct.  He  circumcised  Timothy 
because  the  circumstances  made  it  an  unimportant  con- 
cession.  But  on  another  occasion  he  refused  to  cir- 
cumcise Titus  because  the  gospel  in  that  case  would 
have  been  compromised  into  an  arid  legalism,, 

He  did  not  believe  that  anything  goes  insofar  as 
Christian  belief  is  concerned.   Indeed,  as  the  earliest 
apologist,  he  kept  the  church  from  being  assimilated 
into  Gnosticism  or  the  Mystery  religions  or  back  into 
Judaism  itself. 

David  Jenkins  describes  what  was  at  stake  in 
those  early  decades:   "The  decisive  question  was  wheth- 
er Jesus  Christ  would  turn  out  to  be  the  decisive  fact 
for  understanding  the  human  situation  in  the  world,  or 
whether  the  current  world-understanding  would,  in  the 
end,  place  the  things  concerning  Jesus  Christ  in  their 
context. 


til 


Paul  was  not  bashful  about  speaking  of  standards 
of  conduct  that  befitted  elders  or  bishops.   He  told 
Timothy  straightforwardly  what  would  be  expected  of 
him  as  an  evangelist  in  the  church.   He  went  out  of  his 
way  to  instruct  those  first  Christians  as  to  how  they 
should  behave  toward  each  other  and  toward  soqiety  at 
large.   I  have  tried  to  capture  Paul's  approach  in  my 
sermon  title.   He  was  a  man  who  was  "Accommodating 
but  Not  Capitulating." 


Can  it  be  that  Christians  in  this  country  have 
been  so  intent  on  reaching  an  accommodation  with  the 
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world  roundabout  that  they  have,  in  fact,  capitulated? 
I  don't  know  that  this  is  so,  but  I  should  like  to  ex- 
plore the  possibilities  with  you  briefly. 

Consider  our  response  to  violence.  Liberal  ele- 
ments in  the  church  have  tended  in  recent  years  to 
justify  the  violence  of  the  oppressed  on  the  grounds 
of  their  destitution.   Wanting  earnestly  to  reach  an 
accommodation  with  the  down  and  out  people  of  our 
society  they  have  failed  to  speak  prophetically  about 
the  folly  of  bombing  public  buildings,  assaulting  the 
police,  or  inciting  large  crowds  to  riot„  Liberal 
voices  in  the  church  have  been  selective  in  their  de- 
nunciations of  violence.   Violence  is  clearly  wrong  in 
Vietnam.   But  what  about  the  violence  that  guns  down 
a  Gregory  Foster  and  a  Rocco  Laurie  as  they  patrol 
their  beat  on  foot  in  Greenwich  Village? 

Conservative  elements  in  the  church  have  made 
their  peace  with  violence  by  pushing  for  law  and  order 
without  pressing  at  the  same  time  for  justice.  Glaring 
inequities  in  our  political,  social  and  judicial  sys- 
tems produce  "clean"  violence.   Clean  violence  in  turn 
helps  produce  the  rough  and  bloody  violence  that  we 
all  deplore.   The  man  of  conservative  leanings  within 
the  church,  wanting  to  identify  with  law  and  order, 
easily  capitulates  to  violence  unintentionally. 

Where  is  his  voice  when  it  comes  to  some  of  these 
inequities?  Those  long  pre-trial  detention  periods 
that  suspects  of  limited  financial  means  must  endure. 
Excessive  bail.   Misguided  Federal  priorities.  Racism 
in  our  building  trade  unions.   Inferior  inner-city 
schools.   Unavailable  housing  for  the  poor.  Inadequate 
mass  transportation.   And  the  whole  Expense  Account 
gamesmanship  by  which  respectable  citizens  have  their 
living  standards  subsidized  by  the  public  purse  while 
the  poor  get  poorer. 

Two  men  paid  a  visit  to  a  highly  recommended  res- 
taurant in  another  city.   When  they  finished  with  the 
meal  they  were  shocked  that  the  check  came  to  $48.00. 
"Thank  goodness,"  said  the  one  who  told  of  the  experi- 
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ence,  "we  were  on  an  expense  account  and  could  charge 
the  whole  thing  off."  John  F.  Kennedy  was  surely 
right  when  he  said:   "Those  who  make  peaceful  revolu- 
tion impossible  make  violent  revolution  inevitable." 

I  am  coming  more  and  more  to  a  categorical  re- 
jection of  violence  on  Christian  grounds.   Jesus  told 
Peter  to  put  up  his  sword.   He  told  us  as  clearly  as 
he  told  us  anything  that  we  should  love  our  enemies . 
That  we  should  pray  for  those  who  despitefully  use  us. 
That  when  we  are  struck  on  one  cheek  we  should  turn 
the  other.   Those  who  wink  at  violence  out  of  a  de- 
sire to  reach  an  accommodation  with  the  poor;  and 
those  who  provoke  violence  out  of  a  desire  to  reach 
an  accommodation  with  the  forces  of  law  and  order 
have  alike  capitulated  to  violence. 

Consider  our  attitude  toward  material  possessions 
As  far  as  we  can  tell  Jesus  owned  nothing  but  a  seam- 
less robe.  Some  early  Christians  attempted  to  hold 
all  things  in  common.  It  was  their  judgment  that  this 
was  commensurate  with  His  Spirit.  The  church  for  cen- 
turies regarded  usury  as  a  sin.  There  have  been  sects 
within  the  church  in  every  generation  that  have  stead- 
fastly resisted  the  accumulation  of  wealth  as  being  in 
opposition  to  the  mind  and  the  will  of  Christ. 

Now,  of  course,  we  have  reached  an  accommodation 
on  this  matter.   We  have  come  to  terms  with  a  system 
that  believes  in  unlimited  acquisitions  competitively 
achieved.   "After  all,"  we  say,  "we  must  participate 
in  the  world's  life.  We  can't  all  go  off  to  a  convent 
or  a  monastery.   After  all,  the  preachers  have  told  us 
through  the  years  that  creation  is  good  and  that  we 
were  meant  to  enjoy  the  fruits  of  the  earth.  Besides, 
we  really  can't  help  it  if  the  work  ethic  of  our  faith 
makes  us  rich. 

We  have  even  developed  a  strain  of  domesticated 
"in-house"  prophets  who  will  tell  us  for  a  price  that 
the  main  purport  of  Jesus'  teaching  was  to  lay  down  a 
few  principles  and  prayers  by  which  men  could  manipu- 
late the  system  to  their  own  advantage.  Flip  Wilson 
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was  not  just  sporting  the  other  night  when  he  quipped 
"I'm  going  to  pray;  do  you  want  anything?" 

The  matter  of  our  abundance  has  surfaced  in  my 
mind  again  recently  in  connection  with  the  Howard 
Hughes  fiasco .   It's  hard  for  me  to  understand  how  a 
great  newspaper  like  "The  New  York  Times"  which  will 
not  print  comic  strips  will  feature  a  running  account 
of  these  bizarre  episodes  on  the  front  page.   Perhaps 
the  intention  is  to  provide  a  jittery  public  with 
comic  relief.   Erudite  philosophers  have  been  known 
to  indulge  themselves  in  detective  story  fiction . 

What  is  the  critical  moral  and  ethical  issue  in 
the  Howard  Hughes  case?  -Surely,  the  key  question  is 
not  whether  a  publisher  has  been  bilked  out  a  size- 
able amount  of  money  by  a  pseudo  author  dealing  in  a 
bogus  manuscript.   The  question  that  cries  for  answer 
is  how  one  man  can  be  allowed  to  control  so  much  more 
than  he  can  use  while  so  many  lack  the  bare  necessities 
of  life!   Did  ever  any  one  individual  extract  so  much 
from  life  and  put  so  little  back?  Yet ,  when  we  are  hon- 
est with  ourselves ,  we  recognize  that  Howard  Hughes 
has  only  extended  to  an  inordinate  degree  the  folly  in 
which  all  of  us  are  caught . 

Wise  minds  are  telling  us  that  we  live  in  a  fi- 
nite universe.   Not  for  long  will  America  be  able  to 
assume  that  the  Gross  National  Product  can  go  up  each 
year.   Given  the  limitations  of  the  earth's  resources 
we  must  start  thinking  about  stabilizing  our  economy 
not  expanding  it.   It  may  well  be  that  the  world  will 
be  led  into  the  new  era  of  tempered  economic  ambition 
not  by  the  Christian  west  but  by  the  non-Christian 
east o   We  just  might  well  have  forfeited  our  right  to 
lead  by  our  rapacity!   At  what  point  has  our  accommo- 
dation with  the  system  become  a  capitulation  to  a  way 
of  life  that  stands  in  opposition  to  the  will  of  God? 

Finally ,  consider  our  response  to  secularism. 
Langdon  Gilkey's  definition  of  this  phenomenon  is  a 
good  one:   "Secularism  is  the  imprisonment  of  the  mind 
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in  this  world  and  its  affairs:  the  fundamental  sense 
that  reality  lies  here  and  nowhere  else,  that  all 
causes  are  natural  or  human  causes,  that  all  events 
therefore  begin  and  end  here,  and  all  real  interests 
lie  solely  in  this  world. "^ 

This  is  secularism.   The  church  has  responded  in 
recent  years  with  much  applause  for  it .  In  fact ,  some 
of  our  theologians  have  stepped  forward  to  suggest  that 
much  of  the  liberation  that  secularism  brings  can  be 
credited  to  the  church.   For  the  church's  message 
helped  to  desacralize  the  world  so  that  man  might  stand 
tall  and  be  free. 

Moreover,  we  recognize,  perhaps  as  never  before, 
that  Christian  living  is  determined  by  our  interaction 
with  the  world  around  us.   Rubin  Alves  is  helpful  when 
he  says:   "Man  becomes  what  he  is  through  the  history 
of  his  relations  with  his  environment.  He  is  not,  there- 
fore, simply  a  being  in  the  world;  he  comes  into  being 
with  the  world. "3 

Yet,  the  question  nags  away  at  many  who  are  con- 
cerned about  the  church's  witness,  as  to  whether  our 
accommodation  with  the  secular  spirit  has  been  pur- 
chased at  the  cost  of  a  reduced  committment  to  the 
transcendant . 

Can  the  "here  and  now"  make  genuine  sense  without 
the  "then"  and  the  "there"  and  the  "always?"  Can  any 
life  be  authentically  human  without  a  sense  of  the 
holy?  Knowledge  is  flourishing  in  our  time  like  a 
mighty  tree.   But  is  it  not  true  that  the  wider  and 
higher  the  branches  the  greater  the  need  for  deep  roots 
underground? 

Many  of  us  these  days  are  looking  at  the  nature 
and  meaning  of  public  worship.   Hopefully,  through  the 
leading  of  the  Spirit  of  God,  we  will  come  to  some  new 
understanding  of  how  our  worship  should  be  fashioned. 

At  this  stage  some  questions  press  for  answer. 
Should  it  be  the  aim  of  worship  to  establish  greater 
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intimacy  with  God,  or  does  worship  not  involve  our 
learning  to  respect  a  certain  distance  between  our- 
selves and  God?   Is  it  really  for  the  ultimate  good  of 
the  human  spirit  that  we  address  God  in  familiar  terms 
and  make  of  Him  not  a  father  but  a  chum?  Should  it  be 
our  primary  aim  in  worship  to  express  ourselves,  or 
should  we  seek  above  all  else  to  lose  ourselves  in 
wonder,  love  and  praise? 

We  come  in  a  few  minutes  to  the  sacrament  of  Holy 
Communion  which  attempts  to  convey  a  sense  of  the 
transcendant  in  our  midst .   Jean  Genet  has  said ,  "The 
elevation  of  the  Host  in  the  Mass  has  been  the  highest 
dramatic  moment  in  the  Western  World  for  two  thousand 
years. "^   It  is  significant  that  when  we  come  to  this 
table  human  voices  are  quiet .   The  hunger  for  explana- 
tion is  not  satisfied,  but  the  hankering  after  mystery 
is  met.   Mystery  is  as  vital  to  man's  life  as  the  very 
air  we  breathe. 


"All  things  to  all  men."  Not  a  bad  model  that  - 
up  to  a  point.  But  the  late  Peter  Marshall's  word  still 
holds  true:   "Unless  we  stand  for  something  we  will  fall 
for  anything."  At  what  point  does  accommodation  be- 
come capitulation? 
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